Walt Disney\u27s Dumbo as a Reflection of American Culture and American Values by Kathe Geist
OfWaltDisney・soriginalfivefeature-lengthcartoons,onwhichhelavishedenormous
energy,DumboistheonlyonebasedonanAmericanstory,arelativelyobscure1939book
byauthorHelenAberson.Madein1941,DumboshowcasesAmericanvaluesontheeveof
WorldWarII,atthepeakofAmericanliberalism,whiledocumentingaspectsofAmerican
issuesandsocietythatenduretodayifinsomewhatdifferentforms,includingentertainment,
family,entrepreneurship,black-whiterelations,immigration,discrimination,idealism,and
ourloveofrootingfortheunderdog.Afilm soperfectlyconstructedthatitneverbecomes
tiresometowatch,Dumboiscompletelyaccessibletosecond-languagestudents,forwhom it
canbecomeadelightfulilustrationofAmericancultureandvalues.Madequicklywith
simplelinedrawingsandflatareasofcolor,withoutthecomplexityormulti-planeanimationof
theotherfourclassics(SnowWhite,Pinocchio,Fantasia,andBambi),Dumborunsonly64
minutes,afactwhich bedevileddistributorsatthetimebutwhich makesitidealfor
classroom use.
WhatareAmericanValues?
TheAmericanvaluesmostcommonlypresentedtoourstudentsarethoseoutlinedinthe
textbookAmericanWaysbyDatesman,Crandal,andKearny.Theauthorslistsix:individual
freedom,self-reliance,equalityofopportunity,competition,materialwealth,andhardwork.
Although,inthecourseoftheirtext,theauthorsmentionAmericanreligionaswelasthe
colonial,immigrantandfrontierexperiences,theConstitution,andtheAmericanfamily,
they failtoextrapolatefrom theseotherimportantvaluesthatcharacterizeandoften
distinguish Americansfrom othersocietiesortodefinemorespecificaly conceptslike
・individualfreedom.・Among theseneglected valuesare:self-government,ruleoflaw,
uniform justice,equalrights,community-building,faith,optimism,hospitality,personal
generosity,idealism,andaloveforthe・underdog.・Thesehavelonghistoricalrootsandare
alsothevaluesthattendtoendearAmericanstoothers,whilethoseidentifiedbyDatesman
etal.sometimesservetoalienatethem.1
Dumbo,ofcourse,isthequintessentialunderdog,ababyelephantwithoversizedears,
shunnedbyhisfelowelephants,lovedonlybyhismotherandhisunlikelyfriendTimothy,
amouse.Timothy・ssenseofjustice,optimism,andgenerosityalongwithcooperationfrom
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anotherunlikelysource,someraucouscrows,helpDumboturnhishandicapintoanasset:
helearnstofly,demonstratingfaith,determination,andself-reliance.AsDumbo・smanager,
Timothyisquicktocapitalizeonhisfriend・stalent,andDumbo・ssuccesstranslatesinto
materialwealth:attheendofthemovieheandhismotherrideintheirownluxury
railroadcar.
Motherhood
AmongthevaluesespousedbyDumbo,motherhoodissecondonlytogenerosityand
self-reliance.Playingonthepre-sex-educationnotionthatstorksbringbabies,thefilm
beginswithafleetofstorksdeliveringbabiestothecircus,culminatingwiththesomewhat
delayeddeliveryofDumbotohismother.DressedasaWesternUnionmessenger,thisstork
triestodelivera・HappyBirthday・singingtelegram2alongwithDumbobutiseventualy
yankedoutofthemovingrailroadcarbyahook(apparentlypartofasignalingdevice),in
ahumorousreferencetovaudevile.
ThedelayinDumbo・sdeliveryalowsthefilmmakerstoshowakaleidoscopeofmother
loveasabear,kangaroo,hippo,tiger,andgiraffegreettheirnew babies.Thesequenceis
repeatedinvariationlaterinthefilm whenDumbovisitshismother,incarceratedfor
defendinghim.Thesong・BabyMine・playsonthesoundtrackasweseemotheranimals
sleepingwiththeirbabies,thehippo,giraffe,tigerandkangarooreprised,withzebras,
hyenas,monkeys,andostrichesaddedtotheline-up.Thissceneremainsoneofthemost
famousinanimationhistoryforitstenderevocationofthemother-childbond,shownonly
throughtheentwinedtrunksofDumboandhismother,whocan・treachoutanyfurtherto
him becauseofherchains.
From the Victorian period to the Second World War,motherhood was highly
sentimentalized in American culture,giving rise to the expression:・as American as
motherhoodandapplepie・―mothersbeingtheoneswhomadethepies.NoWorldWarII
propagandafilm,documentaryorfiction,wasreleasedwithoutsomereferencetomothers.
TheveryfactthatAmericanfamilieswereoftenseparated,eitherbecausechildrenmoved
furtherwesttoseektheirfortunesor,later,from farmstocities,intensifiedratherthan
diminishedthecultofmotherhood.Althoughthecultlostitslusterforthebabyboom
generation,today・sso-caled・culturewars,・largelyadebateoverwhatform theAmerican
familyshouldtake,areitsdirectdescendants.Theintensityoffeelingonbothsidestestifies
totheenduringholdmotherhoodandfamilyhaveontheAmericanconsciousness.Dumbo・s
abilityattheendofthefilm toelevatehismotherandgiveheracomfortablelifethrough
hisownsuccesswasindeedpartofthepre-SocialSecurityAmericanDream.
TheCircus
IntroducedtoAmericafrom Europein1793,thecircuscametoimprintitselfdeeplyon
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theAmericanimaginationinanerabeforemovies,muchlesscomputergamesortelevision.
Americancircus-meninventedboththecircustent―the・BigTop・―andthecircustrainand
werepartialtothecircusmenagerie,alimportantfeaturesofDumbo.Embodyingboth
community-buildingandindividualism,thecircusprovidesanidealmetaphorforAmerican
society―acommunityinprocess,alwaysonthemove,peopledbyindividualists.・Running
awaytojointhecircus・becametheclichedthreat(andoccasionalythereality)ofchildren
lookingforadventureandself-expression.
TheDumbocircusdrawsonmanyrealitiesofcircuslife,includingwinteringinFlorida,
asdidtheRinglingBrothersCircus,whichmoveditswinterheadquarterstoSarasotain
1927.TheAfrican-Americanroustabouts,who,withtheelephants,putupthecircustents
andthebigparadeasthecircusmovesintotownweretypicaloftheAmericancircus.3
AnimportantreferencetotheAmericancircusisDumbo・srealname:・Jumbo,Jr,・
whichchangestoDumbowhentheladyelephantslaughathisears.Hismotherremains
・Mrs.Jumbo・throughoutthefilm,however.Jumbo,from whom wegettheword・jumbo,・
meaning・verylarge,wasarealelephant,hisnamemeaning・elephant・inoneAfrican
language.CapturedasababyinAfricain1861,Jumbogrew tobetheworld・slargest
elephant(parodiedinthefilm whentheRingmasterintroducesDumboas・theworld・s
smalestlittleelephant・)andlivedintheLondonZoo.Acquiredamidstgreatfanfareby
circusownerP.T.Barnum in1882,Jumbowasaninstantcelebrityandseemedtoenjoy
circuslifeuntilhewastragicalyhitandkiledbyanunscheduledfreighttrainafterclosing
ashow inSt.Thomas,Ontario.A Jumbobalad― ・Jumbowasanelephantasbigasal
creation./Hesailedacrosstheoceantojoinamightynation・―linkingthegiantelephant
withtheemergingpowerofthegiantcountry,wasstilbeingintonedbyschoolchildrenin
themid-20th century,whowel understoodtheplay on Dumbo・sname.Mrs.Jumbois
presumablyJumbo・smate(orwidow?),thefilmmakershavingtakensomepoeticlicense
withthedates.
AnotherelementinDumbo・scircuswithlinkstoAmericanlegendandbaladisthe
circustrain,Casey,Jr.JohnLuther・Casey・Joneswasaskiledlocomotiveengineerwho
diedheroicalyina1900traincrashinMississippi,whilesuccessfulyslowinghistrain
sufficientlytosavealofhispassengers.FriendWiliam Saunderscomposedabaladinhis
honorthatbecameafavoriteonthevaudevilecircuit,securingJones・legendarystatus.
ThecharacterizationofCasey,Jr.inDumboalsodrawsonthe・LittleEnginethat
Could,・astorythatappearedinvariousprintvenuesfrom 1906on,onepopularversion
beinga1930book,publishedbyPlattandMunkandilustratedbyLoisLenski.Thestory
telsofalittleenginethatpulsatrain(fuloftoysinlaterversions)overamountainafter
manybiggerengineshaverefusedthejob,althewhilechanting・IthinkIcan,IthinkI
can,IthinkIcan,・thechantwehearbetweenpuffsasCasey,Jr.pulsthecircustrainover
asimilarmountain.Thetoysinthelater・LittleEngine・incarnationsareledbyaclown,
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whichneatlylinksthattrainstorytoDumbo・scircustrain,which,unlikerealcircustrains
thatcouldconsistofhundredsofcars,istinyanddol-like.The・LittleEngine・moral,too,
isonethatDumbowishestoconvey:nomatterhow littleordisadvantaged,theindividual
who keeps trying wil succeed,i.e.the importance ofself-reliance,hard work,and
determination.
AnimalsandPeople
Dumboisoften criticizedbecausethecrowsthathelpDumbolearn tofly areso
obviouslyAfrican-Americanstereotypes,anissueIwildealwithatlengthbelow.Infact,
al oftheanimalsarehuman stereotypes,beginning with thestork-as-Western-Union-
messenger.Unlikethepainstaking attempttocreaterealisticdeerin Bambi,Dumbo・s
animatorsworkedfastandwerenotchieflylookingforanimalrealism.Famedanimator
Vladimir・Bil・Tytla,whoanimatedDumbo,usedhisbabysonratherthanrealelephants
forinspiration(ThomasandJohnston133).Dumbo・sbigblueeyes,infact,markhim as
whitechild.
Otherstereotypesincludethesnobby,gossipyladyelephants,whoseprototypeswerea
featureofmany30・smovies.Theirelegantlycaparisonedheadsstandinforthehatsand
featherssuchwomensportedinlive-actionmovies.Dumbo・smotherwouldpresumablybe
similarlyoutfittedwhileperforming,but,becausesheis・athome・expectingherbaby,she
wearsalittlepinkbedcapthroughoutthefilm,evenafterDumboisborn,whichservesto
distinguishhersympatheticcharacterfrom theothermatrons.Besidescostumedetails,the
animalsbetraytheirhumanprototypesthroughtheiraccents.TimothyMouse,basedonthe
brash,can-do,innercityimmigrant-descendant(thinkJamesCagneyorMickeyRooney
characters),speakswithaBrooklynaccent.HisvoiceisthatofEdwardBrophy,whoplayed
gangstersinmanymovies.Timothywearsadrum major・suniform,perhapstosignifyhis
cheerleadingroleasDumbo・smentor.
Humanstereotypesnotwithstanding,thestoryalsousestheanimalsasanimalswhere
convenient.Theweightofelephantsisacriticalstorycomponent.Wearefirstmadeaware
ofitwhenthestorkbringshisoverlyheavybundlecontainingDumbo,whichpersistently
sinksinthecloudthestorkhasperchedon(asonlyanimatedstorkscando).Thecolapse
oftheelephantpyramidin Dumbo・sfirst,failedappearanceisparticularly devastating
becauseoftheirweight.Crows,unliketheAfrican-Americanstheyarebasedon,fly,and
this,ofcourse,isacrucialstoryelement.Elephants・fearofmiceisexploitedinonescene
whereTimothyfrightenstheladyelephantsasrevengefortheirrejectionofDumbo,ascene
madetwiceasfunnybecausetheirhumanprototypesstereotypicalysharethisaversion.
Meanwhile,thefriendshipbetweenDumboandTimothyprovidesanon-goingirony,typical
ofmanybuddy-mismatchesinliteraturefrom HalandFalstafftoHuckandJim.
HumansandanimalscoalesceagaininthePinkElephantssequence,atourdeforceof
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pureanimation,whentheexpression・seeingpinkelephants,・apolitewaytoreferto
drunkenness,isbroughttolifebypinkelephantsdancing,writhing,andtransformingto
music.
Althoughanimalsdominatethefilm,peoplecharactersincludetheAfrican-American
roustabouts,thecrowdattendingthecircus,includingtheboyswhotormentDumbo,the
ringmaster,and the clowns.These involve more accents:the gravely voices ofthe
roustabouts,whosingaboutthemselves,thevariousworkingclass/country-rubeaccentsof
both theboysandtheclowns,andtheMediterranean accentoftheoverweight,over-
importantRingmaster.TheRingmasterismarkedasaforeigner,probably asouthern
European,given hisdark skin and twirly mustache,becausemany whoperformed in
circusescamefrom abroadorpretendedto,whichaddedtothecircus・sexoticalure.The
clowns・characterizationasboisterous,irresponsibleidiotssimplyextendstheirdramatic
personae.(Clownswere,infact,giftedandsophisticatedperformers.)
TheAfrican-AmericanPresenceinDumbo
ThefirstAfrican-AmericansweseeinDumboaretheblackroustabouts,whowork
alongsidetheelephantstoputupthecircustents.Whiletheobviouscomparisonbetween
themenandanimalsisinsultingononelevel,strongmen,whiteandblack,especialy
athletes,amongwhom therewereanumberofcelebratedAfrican-Americansinthe1930・s,
wereoftencomparedtostrongorswiftanimals.Moreover,theelephantsarethestarsof
both themovie・scircusandthemovieitself.They arereferredto,by themselvesand
TimothyMouse,as・aproudrace,・asubtleindication,perhaps(andnotatalbeyond
liberalHolywood・sconceiving),thatthemenworkingbesidethem shouldalsobethoughtof
as・aproudrace.・4
Our second encounter with African-Americans in Dumbo is that with the
anthropomorphizedcrows,whospeakablackdialectofEnglishandwearclothesassociated
withcertainblackstereotypesofthetime:thepreacher,thegamblingboss,thehipster,and
soon.Atfirst,thecrowsmakefunofDumboandTimothy,demonstratingyetmore
stereotypedbehavior:singing,dancing,andjoking,in themannerofpopularAfrican-
Americanentertainersofthetime.However,whenTimothytelsDumbo・sstory,thecrows
areimmediatelyrepentantandsympathetic.Aswould-beAfrican-Americans,theyunderstand
differenceanddiscriminationonlytoowel,andtheywanttohelpDumbo.Althoughblack
menandwomenhelpingwhites,especialychildren,servedasacommonthemeinmovies
andliterature,such charactersweregeneraly slavesorotherwisefaithfulservants.In
contrast,thecrowsinDumboarefreeagentsanddecide,independentofanyimagined
obligation,tohelpanotherbeingsufferingdiscrimination.
ThetwoappearancesofAfrican-Americans,firstasmenandthenascrows,arelinked
inthesceneinwhichthecrowspushDumboofftheprecipice,sothathewillearntofly.
―８―
・Let・sgo,heave-ho,・theychant,echoingtheroustabouts,who・hey-heave・thestakesand
ropesofthecircustentsintoplace.
Thecrows,ofcourse,succeedintheirmission,andteachDumbotofly.Notonly
sympathetic,theyarewisebecausetheyunderstandhow touse・・chology,youknow,psy-
chology・tohelpDumboovercomehisfearofflying.Themovieendswiththecrowssitting
onatelegraphwire.African-Americansmayhavebeenmarginalizedin1941America,but
theyarenotmarginalizedinDumbo.Theyarethelastthingweseeandhear― ・Solong,
glamourboy!・―asthecircustrainmovesintothedistance.
DumboandWorldWarII
Itishard,lookingbackfrom 50-plusyearsofAmericatheSuperpower,toimaginethe
Americaof1941,unwilingandunpreparedtogotowar.JapanandEuropehadbeenatwar
since1937and1939,respectively,andthisisreflectedinthe・montage・sequenceilustrating
Dumbo・ssuccess,whereaheadlinereads:・BombersforDefense,・andweseeasquadronof
Dumbo-shapedairplanes,anotherindicationofthefilm・s・liberalbias,・sinceinthosedays
itwasliberalswhowantedtheUnitedStatestoenterthewartocombatfascism.
Dumbointersectedwiththewarinanotherway.ReleasedinOctoberof1941,thefilm
wastohavehadacover-storyintheDecember8issueofTimeMagazine,onlytobe
supplantedbytheinfernoatPearlHarbor.TimeeditorsconsideredadateforaDumbo
coverlaterin Decemberbuteventualy deemedthefilm toofrivolousforanation so
suddenly atwar(Gabler381).Themonthsthatfolowed wereamong thescariestin
AmericanhistoryastheUnitedStates,itsNavycrippled,plungedintoawarforwhichit
was il-prepared and accordingly suffered defeat after defeat.Years later,Japanese
filmmakerOzuYasujirowouldcomment,presumablytongueincheek,・WatchingFantasia
[from amongastashofenemyfilmscapturedinSingapore]mademesuspectthatwewere
goingtolosethewar.Theseguyslookliketrouble,Ithought・(Bordwel8).Axisleaders
mightjustaswelhavelookedatDumboandtakenthelittleelephant・srisefrom ignominy
anddefeatasequalyprophetic.
・Mouseandelephant,blackandwhite.・Iturnedtomyclassandsmiled.・Thislooksa
lotlikeObama・sAmerica.Itrealywasn・tthatgoodin1941,butthat・sAmericanidealism,
alwayshopingtogetbetter.・Insomanyways,DumboreflectstheOnceandFuture
America,picturingthevaluesofanimperfect,immigrantnation,alwayslookingtoamore
perfectfuture.
Notes
1 Theauthorssometimesnotetheseadditionalvaluesinpassing,butdon・temphasizethem.Their
acknowledgement of Americans・love of an underdog comes only by implication in their
recommendationofthemovieSeabiscuit,23.
―９―
2 Western Union invented thesinging telegram,which becameareliablesourceofhumorfor
filmmakersandcomics,in1933.
3 TheDumbocircusisprobablymoreasthemenwhodrewitremembereditfrom theiryouththan
a1941circus.Circuses,likeeverythingelse,sufferedduringtheGreatDepression,andelementslike
theparadebegantodisappear.
4 Liberalism andracialinsensitivitywenthand-in-handinthisperiodasevidencedbythefactthat
thefilmmakers,forscriptpurposes,dubbedthecrowleader・Jim Crow,・ademeaningreferenceto
African-AmericansthatbecamesynonymouswithSouthernapartheid.Theanimators,however,
wouldhaveseenlittledifferencebetweenpicturingaliteral・Jim Crow,・i.e.acrow namedJim,
andaliteralpinkelephant.FormoreontheambivalentnatureofAfrican-Americanrepresentation
inanimationduringthefirsthalfofthe20th century,seeChristopherP.Lehman,TheColored
Cartoon:BlackRepresentationinAmericanAnimatedShortFilms,19071954,(Amherst,MA:Uof
MassachusettsP)2007.
WorksCited
Bordwel,David.OzuandthePoeticsofCinema.Princeton,NJ:PrincetonUP,1988.
Datesman,MaryanneKearny,JoAnnCrandal,EdwardN.Kearny.AmericanWays:AnIntroductionto
AmericanCulture,3rdEd.WhitePlains,NY:Longman,2005.
Gabler,Neal.WaltDisney:TheTriumphoftheAmericanImagination.NY:AlfredA.Knopf,2006.
Thomas,FrankandOlieJohnston.DisneyAnimation:TheIlusionofLife.NY:AbbevileP,1981.
KatheGeisthasaPh.D.inarthistoryandan
MA inESL.SheteachesESLandCultureclasses
atShowaBoston.SheistheauthorofTheCinema
ofWim Wenders:From Paris,Franceto・Paris,
Texas・andmanyarticlesonJapanesecinema.
―10―
